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The officer carefully wiped his  cleanshaven,  sweating
head with a handkerchief, unbuttoned the collar of
khaki tunic, and said with a sigh *
" Send them to Kazanska."
Kudynov raised his eyebrows in amazement.
" And then ? " he asked.
" And from there . . . back to Vieshenska," the
condescendingly explained, screwing up his cold blue eyes.
Pressing his lips together, he added harshly: " Really,
gentlemen, I don't know why you're standing on ceremony
with them. I should have thought the times were hardly
suitable at the moment. These scum, who are spreading
all kinds of diseases both physical and social, have got to
be exterminated. There's no point in playing the nanny
with them. That's what I'd do if I were in your place/'
The following day the first party of prisoners, numbering
two hundred men, 'was marched out into the sands.
Emaciated, deathly pale, hardly able to shift their leggf
the Red Army men moved like shades. A mounted convoy
closely surrounded the irregularly striding crowd. Some
seven miles beyond the village the two hundred prisoners
were sabred to the very last man. In the early evening a
second party was driven out. The convoy was strictly
enjoined only to sabre the stragglers, and to fire only in the
last resort. Of these one hundred and fifty men not more
than seventeen reached Kazanska. One of the prisoners, a
gypsy-looking, young Red Army man went out of his mind
on the road. All the way he sang, danced and wept, pressing
a bunch of scented thyme to his chest. He fell again and
again face downwards in the burning sands, the winiT*
played with the dirty rags of his cotton shirt, and then the
convoy could see the tightly drawn skin of his bony-back
and cracking soles of his feet. They picked him up, splashed
water over him from a flask, and he opened his black,
maniacally glittering eyes, laughed quietly and, swaying,
went on again.
At one of the hamlets on the road compassionate women
surrounded the prisoners, and one majestic and portly old
woman said sternly to the man in charge of the convoy^
** You set that black one free !  He's touched, he's drawiP
nearer to God, and it'll be a great sin for you if you bring
such a one to his end."